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A Bilingual Editor
by TH ORVALO HANSEN
Editors are, in a sense, people in the middle. They stand
between those who write and those who read. They must be
conscious of the wishes and the feelings of both groups
without sacrificing their own or the publication's integrity.
They must have a reasonable familiarity with language and
grammar, as well as reason and logic. They must often act as
a judge without letting their own inclinations and preferences take the limelight. When their work is with a bilingual
publication the problems are compounded.
Few persons have been as admirably equipped to edit a
bilingual publication as was Johannes Knudsen. He was
equally at home in Danish and English. Indeed, it would be
difficult to say which was his mother tongue. He not only
was familiar with the word meanings so that he could easily
translate but he had knowledge of the grammar of both
languages. He understood the nuances and the colloquialisms in both languages. His education and knowledge
encompassed both countries. He was a scholar, an avid
reader, and, in every respect, well informed. Whether the
question be related to theology, politics, science, or any
number of things, including sports, Johannes Knudsen,
either had the answer or knew how to find it.
On two different occasions, one at the beginning of his
career and the other at the end, Knudsen edited publications
in the Danish community in America. Both publications
were bilingual, both appeared twice each month, both
contained 16 pages, except for special Christmas issues of
varying size. One was aimed at youth but eagerly read by
many whose youth was far in the background. The other,
though largely supported by an older generation, was as
broad in scope as the first. Both contained articles, stories,
and poems, in both Danish and English, written by a variety
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of people whose essential work was not writing but upon
whom the publications depended for material. The two
publications were Ungdom (Youth) and Kirke og Folk
(Church and People), now called Church and Life.
Johannes Knudsen began his editorship of Ungdom in
April of 1930. His predecessor had been C. A. Stub, who at
that time was completing his work for the baccalaureate
degree at the University of Minnesota. Stub became a pastor
in the Danish Lutheran Church in 1932. Knudsen was, at
that time, not quite thirty years old. He was an instructor at
both Grand View College and the theological seminary
there. He had been such since 1927 when he had returned to
America after studying and receiving a degree at the University of Copenhagen. In the first issue which he edited
Knudsen wrote: "I am happy to be entrusted with this work
because I look upon Ungdom as a remarkable paper and
believe that it has a great mission as a connecting link and as
a means of disseminating information among us."
There were less than 750 subscribers in 1930 and some
260 of these had not paid their subscription fee for some
time. This did not prevent Knudsen from taking up the task
and putting his best into it. He was as aware of the problems
as he was of the needs. Perhaps as much as a reminder to
himself as a statement to the readership, he wrote at the
outset: "It has become clear to me what Ungdom must not
become. It must not become too polemical and neither must
it become - and this is perhaps the greatest danger - too
academic."
Shortly after assuming the editorship Knudsen began an
editorial column which he called "Redaktorens Rubric" (the
editor's space). He was to use the same heading years later in
Kirke og Folk. The column might be written in Danish or
English but the heading was always the same. It made little
difference then because most readers were either bilingual or
at least had a nodding acquaintance with the Danish.
In the issue for November 15, 1930, in "Redaktorens
Rubric," Knudsen gave expression to the thought which
guided his editorship not only in these early years but later in
life as well. In fact, it was a view that characterized his whole
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life. He wrote: "We live in a changing world and we must not
neglect to develop in every respect. There is no use in
standing still in some areas while moving forward in others."
Knudsen's editorship of Ungdom came to a close with the
issue of April 15, 1939. In a final editorial at that time
Johannes Knudsen wrote of three major things that had an
influence upon the paper during his tenure as editor. The
first of these was the depression, which had made it very
difficult for the paper financially. The second was the
language transition. Of this he wrote that when he finished,
in 1939, it was almost exclusively English. The third thing he
1939, it was almost exclusively English. The third thing he
mentioned was the revolt of the twenties which he saw as
having an effect on the attitudes and philosophy of society.
At the time of his relinquishing the editorship, Knudsen was
pastor of Bethlehem Lutheran Church at Askov, Minnesota.
During the years that followed, Knudsen earned a
doctorate, served as president ·of Grand View College,
became a theological professor in Chicago, wrote a good
deal, and was very active in all phases of church work.
A few months before his retirement as a professor at the
Lutheran School of Theology in Chicago, Knudsen began to
edit Kirke og Folk. The first issue from his hand came on
November 10, 1970. At that time he succeeded Michael
Mikkelsen, a retired pastor living in Minneapolis. In 1971
Knudsen retired and moved to Des Moines. Thus began
what was to be the longest period of service for any editor of
Kirke og Folk. It did not end until his death on November 14,
1982.
Kirke og Folk was begun in 1952. It was a direct
descendant of the church paper, Kirkelig Samler (Church
Gatherer) which dated back to 1872. When that paper was
discontinued in 1933, Kirkelig Samler was relegated to a
page in the privately owned, but church oriented publication, Dannevirke, (breastwork - or fortification - of the
Danes) published at Cedar Falls, in Iowa. By 1951 there were
not enough subscribers for that Danish publication to
continue. The church convention therefore decided that,
especially for the benefit of the older members, there should
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be a Danish language publication. Kirke og Folk, therefore,
made its appearance in 1952. It began as an eight page paper
but within a couple of years it added more pages and became
a 16 page paper published twice each month. At Christmas
time a special issue was printed. This was at first 16 pages
but grew through the years until, in 1977 under Knudsen's
editorship, it attained its present 52 page size.
The circulation of Kirke og Folk has never been great.
Figures are not available as to the number of subscribers at
its inception. However, because most readers were in the
upper age brackets it was inevitable that the number should
slowly but surely decline, a decline that continues. In 1980
there were about 750 subscribers; today the figure stands at
less than 550. The steady decline in the number of subscribers coupled with steadily increasing printing cost led
Knudsen to suggest very shortly before his death that the
paper be reduced to a monthly publication. The Board of
Directors of the Danish Interest Conference concurred in this
and thus the paper is today a monthly publication. The
special Christmas edition still continues to be published.
The paper was begun as an exclusively Danish language
publication but over the years, particularly during Knudssen' s editorship, this slowly changed. Several factors
contributed to the change. One was the fact that the number
of people who could read Danish was slowly diminishing.
Another was the fact that in the merger, which formed the
Lutheran Church in America, Lutheran Tidings, was discontinued. That paper, had been the English language
publication of the Danish Lutheran Church (later the
American Evangelical Lutheran Church). Kirke og Folk, thus
came to serve as a common bond among many former members of that church, a large number of whom were not able
to read Danish. Another reason for the decline of Danish
language material in the paper was the steady decrease in the
number of American contributors who could write in
Danish.
This fact meant that, more and more, Knudsen had to
draw on Danish sources. Through his widespread contacts in
Denmark, especially in theological circles, Knudsen was able
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to find good Danish articles for the paper. Many of these he
presented in translation. This, coupled with the fact that he
had numerous contacts in this country permitted Knudsen to
edit a paper of high literary quality. Indeed, there were some
who felt that the paper had now become too theological and
too academic. Nevertheless, the subscription list did not
decline because of it. Knudsen was well aware that the paper
was academically oriented but he made no apology for this.
He felt very strongly that readers should be presented with
the latest and best in theology and related subjects.
Shortly after assuming the editorship, Knudsen began to
write editorials. The last page was given over to two
columns, one in Danish and one in English, written by him
and containing comments on pertinent issues of the day.
These were often related to the Church but they were not
confined to any one area. They dealt with many different
topics and reflected the broad range of interests and knowledge of the editor. These columns were independent of each
other though at times reference would be made in the English
language column to what had been written in the Danish.
Knudsen labored single-handedly to edit the paper. He
spent hours at his typewriter transcribing articles that had
been submitted in longhand. He selected articles, he wrote,
he translated, he sought news items, and worked tirelessly to
produce the very best paper he could with the limited
financial support available. Sometimes a good portion of the
paper came from his own hand. This was necessitated by the
fact that there was a scarcity of other material to draw on.
But it also reflected the fact that Knudsen constantly sought
to bring to his readers that which would increase their understanding of the world in which they lived.
In one of his last editorials, that of September 20, 1982,
Knudsen wrote, "The human being must be enlightened to its
worth and potential." Certainly there can be no question but
that this premise guided him in his editing as well as his
teaching throughout his lifetime.
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